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County Agent’s Notes:                                                                                         February 19, 2001 
 
Storms dance in “Dixie Alley” 
 
 Not since 1971 have I seen this level of devastation caused by tornadic winds in 
Mississippi.  At that time a tremendous storm occurred on February 21st that to this day has not 
been fully understood.  It touched down on the east side of the Mississippi River at Mayersville 
in Issaquena County and literally plowed a furrow nearly a mile wide in a northeasterly direction 
across the Mississippi Delta.  In its path were many rural settlements and farms as well as the 
towns of Mayersville, Delta City, Inverness, and Itta Bena.  The death toll for this storm was 
118.  
 My work took me to various parts of the delta at the time, and I will never forget how the 
town of Inverness looked.  You could literally “see” across the entire town since most of the 
homes and businesses were reduced to rubble.  By the grace of God, our area has been spared the 
human toll exacted by that storm, with the exception of one reported fatality and a few injuries.  
Our area sustained a lot of material damage on February 16th, but our people were spared.  A big 
difference between these storms is that the delta storm came at night with little if any warning, 
while most people were sleeping.  Our storm came during the day when people were able to seek 
shelter. 
 Ironically, on the 15th I had attended a conference at Mississippi State University at 
which Dr. Charles Wax, State Climatologist and Climatology professor at Mississippi State, 
spoke on weather.  Dr. Wax is a great speaker, and he kept our attention through an in-depth 
discussion of rainfall and temperature patterns relative to agriculture.  Included in his talk were 
comments about what he terms the “North American Funnel”, which is formed by the Rockies 
on the west and the Appalachains in the east.  Arctic air masses are forced down this “funnel”, 
gaining strength as they descend, then combining with warm and moist air off the Gulf they 
generate the tornado-producing storms we have.    
 Dr. Wax expressed his belief that our area probably has as many if not more tornadoes 
each year than Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas which are in what is collectively referred to as 
“Tornado Alley”.  The way he described it was that in those areas there is little obstruction of 
view, so tornadoes can be seen for many miles.  Here, we can only see as far as the next hill or 
tree line, so relatively few of our storms are actually witnessed and recorded.  Dr. Wax has 
coined a new name for our area which includes Arkansas, Louisiana, Tennessee, Mississippi, 
Alabama, Georgia, and Florida; he calls it “Dixie Alley”.  Personally, I think he is right. 
 The 1971 storm was identified as an “F5” storm, which is the most severe designation, 
with winds 261 to 318 miles per hour.  At this time, the storm we had last Friday is being 
identified as an “F4” storm, which is the next lower designation, with winds at 206 to 260 miles 
per hour.  The scale for measuring tornado intensity was devised in 1971 by Dr. Theodore Fujita 
of the University of Chicago.  He described an F4 tornado as being capable of “devastating 
damage”; well constructed homes may be leveled; structures with weak foundations may be 
blown off some distance; vehicles are thrown and disintegrated; large missiles are generated; 
trees in forests are uprooted and may be carried some distance away. ”  All of these criteria were 
met by the storm, although it was apparently not as severe in some parts of the area.   
 Much of our area has suffered outages of phone service, water, and electricity.  Highways 
were closed in some cases for several hours while crews removed downed trees and power lines.  
Through all of this people have come together to help one another as they always have.  It’s great 
to see how adversity can bring out the best in people.  Come to think about it, I don’t need to sit 
here writing any longer; I have more cleaning up and repairing to do myself.  Let’s all thank God 
for sparing our lives.  
     
  
